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Public health officials are increasingly dependent on mass media to influence behavior change. This is especially true of efforts to prevent youth from smoking. Researchers continue to wrestle with the question of what antismoking themes are efficacious with youth, but little is known about how personal factors moderate youths’ responses to the ads. This study expands on previous research by assessing the influence of personality factors on youths’ reactions to antismoking advertisements (Pechmann et al., 2003). In this process, this research extended an existing typology of antismoking ads by adding three new categories, omitting two categories that were not as prevalent after 1997, and assessing the additive effect of ad executional factors such as age of spokesperson (either youthful or adult), emotional valence (negative or positive), and perceived ad sensation value (high or low). The data were collected from more than 1,900 ninth graders enrolled in Southern California public high schools. Three exemplars from nine different message subgroups were embedded into a video clip of the “Price is Right” gameshow that also contained commercial ads. Ad subgroups reflected message themes that were correlated with a specific age of spokesperson (youth or adult) and an emotional valence (positive or negative or neutral). Ads with messages about volunteering and math education replaced the antismoking ads in the control tape. Students were randomly assigned to view one of the message subgroups (or control), and results of the antismoking ad tapes were compared to the control tape. Dependent measures included smoking related cognitions and intentions. Personality measures to determine risk status included depression, sensation seeking, attention deficit, anxiety, delinquency, aggression, and self-esteem. Analyses indicated that ads with disease and death themes, and to a lesser extent, addiction, worked best with youth at moderate risk for smoking. Risk was indicated by low levels of reported delinquent behaviors coupled with a history of trying smoking. Results of this study will help officials develop a mass media campaign that is more efficacious with youth, and thus more cost effective.
